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Master Sheet 5.2a

N
0 10 km

7

4

9

2

706

12

125

7

1

6

3

5

10 8

South Fork Toutle River

North Fork Toutle River

Green River

Mount St. Helens

Legend



Master Sheet 5.2b These 10 accounts are listed in approxi-
mate chronological order corresponding
to the sequence of the eruptive events. 
The number following the site location
corresponds to the numbers on the map

(Master Sheet 5.2a ) showing the loca-
tion of eyewitnesses.

Photocopy both sides. Cut up like note
cards.

Eyewitness Account #1: 
Name: K. and D. Stoffel (geologists)
Event witnessed: avalanche and beginning of the eruption
Site location: in a small aircraft directly over Mount St.
Helens

“As we approached the summit, flying at an altitude of
about 11,000 feet, everything was calm...Just as we passed
above the western side of the summit crater, we noticed
landsliding of rock and ice debris... Within a matter of sec-
onds—perhaps 15— the whole north side of the summit
crater began to move instantaneously...The entire mass
began to ripple and churn up...then the entire north side of
the summit began sliding north...We took photographs of
this slide sequence occurring, but before we could snap off
more than a few pictures, a huge explosion blasted out of
the avalanche-detachment... We never felt nor heard a
thing...From our viewpoint, the initial cloud appeared to
mushroom laterally [sideways] to the north and plunge
down. Within seconds, the cloud had mushroomed enough
to obscure our view.” 

Eyewitness Account #2: 
Name: P. and C. Hickson (geologists)
Event witnessed: avalanche and beginning of the eruption
Site location: 15 km (9 miles) E/Near road 125, east of
Mount St. Helens

“As the avalanche reached the halfway point on the moun-
tain, the summit eruption began with a dense black cloud
followed by lighter gray material. A second eruption
halfway down the slope occurred moments later.” At this
time the avalanche appeared to consist of upper and lower
parts. The flank eruption was between the two. Seconds
later the upper slide overrode the flank eruption and mater-
ial was hurled far down the slope onto the lower slide.
About 45 seconds after the avalanche began, the eruptive
centers merged and the rapidly expanding cloud overtook
the avalanche.

Eyewitness Account #4: 
Name: C. McNerney 
Event witnessed: directed blast 
Site location: 13 kilometers (8 miles) NW/driving on 
south side of North Fork Toutle River

Following the collapse of the north side, a foglike ring (cloud)
descended very quickly and expanded out from the mountain.
At about 2 minutes after the beginning of the eruption, the wit-
nesses began driving west at about 110-120 kilometers per
hour (70-75 miles per hour). At this speed, they did not seem
to get any farther away from the cloud. The wind blowing into
the car was warm enough to give the impression that the car
heater was on. They increased their speed to 135 kilometers
per hour (85 miles per hour) and began outdistancing the
cloud. About four kilometers (2.5 miles) farther west they
stopped and could not see the black cloud. After a short time
the cloud reappeared. The base of the black cloud looked “like
avalanches of black chalk dust—first one part of the black
cloud would shoot out in front, then another, then another, like
waves lapping up on a beach.” Pulling back onto the highway,
they outran the cloud at about 105 kilometers per hour (65
miles per hour).

Eyewitness Account #3: 
Name: J. Downing (climber)
Event witnessed: directed blast
Site location: 75 kilometers (47 miles) N/climbing on
Mount Rainier at 3,200 meters (1,050 feet)

Climbers on Mount Rainier observed two distinct “flows,”
which began very shortly after the eruption started. These
“flows” were described as clouds 300 to 600 meters (1,000
to 2,000 feet) thick that appeared to hug the ground. The
heads of the “flows” disappeared into valleys and reap-
peared as they “hopped” over ridges. The earlier flow trav-
eled to the west, perhaps down the North Fork Toutle
River, and was followed almost immediately by a “flow”
that seemed to travel to the east.
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Eyewitness Account #5: 
Name: W. and L. Johnson
Event witnessed: directed blast 
Site location: 17 kilometers (10.5 miles) NE/on ridge top
with good view of Mount St. Helens

Shortly after the vertical eruption began, a large horizontal
blast occurred. Just before the top of the mountain became
obscured, the south side of the summit crumbled into the
hole formed by the avalanche. As the cloud grew, what
appeared to be a shock wave similar to that associated with
a nuclear explosion moved ahead of the cloud. About l 1/2
minutes after the start of the avalanche and perhaps 45 sec-
onds after the start of the blast, a noise like a clap of thun-
der accompanied some sort of pressure change. The initial
noise was followed by a continuous rumbling, “like a
freight train.”

Eyewitness Account #6: 
Name: C. Rosenquist (amateur photographer) 
Event witnessed: directed blast 
Site location: 17 kilometers (10.5 miles) NE/ on ridge top
with good view of Mount St. Helens

A rumbling noise began within 7-8 seconds of the start of
the avalanche. One member of the group sensed a pressure
decrease at about the same time. A “shock wave,” which
looked like heat waves, formed ahead of the blast cloud.

Eyewitness Account #7: 
Name: M. and L. Moore (campers)
Event witnessed: directed blast and ash cloud
Site location: 22 kilometers (14 miles) N/on north side of
Green River

A noise similar to, but which “didn’t sound quite right” for,
a propeller-driven aircraft occurred for 10-20 seconds
before a rapid pressure change, which caused ears to pop
numerous times over a period of about 10 seconds. One
person also felt as if she was being squeezed gently over
her entire body. A short time later, an immense ash cloud
approached that seemed to consist of a lower vertical wall
and upper overhanging part. 

Eyewitness Account #8: 
Name: B. Nelson (loggers)
Event witnessed: directed blast
Site location: 21 kilometers (13 miles) N/on north bank of the
Green River

The witness and two companions were cutting timber with
chain saws. Mount St. Helens was hidden by a ridge and the
three men neither heard nor felt anything unusual until they
were alerted to the eruption by a fourth man. About 10 seconds
later, “a horrible crashing, crunching, grinding sound” came
through the trees from the east. Suddenly, it became totally
dark: “ I could see absolutely nothing.” It immediately got very
hot, and almost impossible to breathe. While the men were
gasping for air, the inside of their mouths and their throats were
burned. The witness was knocked down, although he does not
recall being hit by rocks or other projectiles. He arose with his
back to searing, painful heat that lasted about 2 minutes. All
trees had been knocked down, and everything was covered with
about a foot of drab gray ash. None of the men’s clothing had
been burned, but their bodies had been burned extensively.
Three of the men subsequently died. Heavy ash fall resumed
after about 20 minutes. 
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Eyewitness Account #9: 
Name: V. Dergan and R. Reitman
Event witnessed: mudflow
Site location: 40 kilometers (25 miles) NW/on the South
Fork Toutle River

Sometime after 9:00 a.m. Pacific Daylight Time, the South
Fork Toutle River began rising and quickly rose about a
meter (3 feet). The river was slightly muddy and carried
numerous logs. About 2-3 minutes after the first logs
moved downstream, a railroad bridge moving at about 40
kilometers per hour (25 miles per hour) appeared. Trees
were being snapped off. As the bridge went by, large logs
behind it rolled up the bank. The mass of thick mud and
logs pushed the witnesses and their car off the bank and
into the river. They were swept along for about 5 minutes
at about 40 to 50 kilometers per hour (25 to 30 miles per
hour) in very thick, warm mud. The witnesses jumped
from log to log toward shore where the flow was moving
more slowly, and waded through warm mud over 5 meters
(1.5 feet) deep. The mud continued to rise slowly for a
short time. After perhaps 15-30 minutes the mud and logs
stopped moving.

Eyewitness Account #10: 
Name: B. Nelson and S. Ruff
Event witnessed: tephra fall
Site location: 21 kilometers (13 miles) N/on north bank of
Green River

After the blast and a few minutes of clear sky, hot ash
began to fall. Again, it became totally dark. This ash
seemed to fall vertically. It was “like someone pouring a
bag over your head.” The extremely heavy ash fall lasted
about 15 minutes. The ash fall was so intense that the wit-
nesses had to use their fingers to dig the ash out of their
mouths. They put their shirts over their heads in an effort
to keep the ash out of their mouths and noses. After 15-20
minutes “stuff started coming out of the sky.” They could
hear this material hitting trees. One witness was hit on the
head by something large enough to raise a lump. During
the heavy ash fall, they became cold, sleepy, and nauseous,
but did not suffer from headaches. After an hour and a half
visibility began to return.
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Dating A Volcanic Eruption

Have you ever looked at a tree stump and noticed its
rings? Count the rings and you will know how old the tree
is. Each ring represents 1 year in the life of the tree. 

What to do

You can “read” these tree rings and find out what year
there was an eruption of Mount Katmai in Alaska. 

What you know:
1. This tree was growing 48 kilometers (29 miles) northwest

of Katmai Volcano.

2. After the eruption, the forests were blanketed in ash. 

3. This tree’s growth decreased for some years after the
eruption, but then it increased.

4. This tree was cut down in 1962.

What you want to find out:
1. The tree’s age:

(Count the number of rings from the center of the tree 
to the bark. Each dark band represents 10 years.) 

2. The year the tree started to grow: 

3. The year of the eruption:

(Count the number of rings from the center to the first
thin ring.)

4. The number of years the tree’s growth decreased: 

(Count the number of thin tree rings)

5. The number of years the tree’s growth increased: 

(Count the number of wide rings.)

6. Why do you think the tree’s growth increased?

1962 –      ________________ =   __________________
the year the age  the year 
the tree was of the tree the tree started 
cut down to grow

Make a time line for the years that this tree was alive.
Research and record events that occurred during the 
tree’s life. 

If you look closely at tree rings, however, you will see that
the spaces between rings vary in width.  Trees do not grow
the same amount each year.
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Eyewitness Accounts

What to do
For each eyewitness, write in the spaces provided: the
name, approximate location during the eruption, and
important statements the eyewitness makes about the
eruption.

Eyewitness #

Name

Location

Statements

Eyewitness #

Name

Location

Statements

These accounts were excerpted from the “Summary of
Eyewitness Accounts of the May 18 Eruption,” by J.G.
Rosenbaum and Richard B. Waitt, Jr., in The 1980
Eruptions of Mount St. Helens, Washington, USGS
Professional Paper, 1250.
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